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Introduction 

viral symphOny is a collaborative electronic noise music symphony created by 
the author Joseph Nechvatal) between the years 2006 and 2008 using 
custom artificial life C++ software based on the viral model. It is 1 hour and 
40 minutes in long. 

viral symphOny was re-mastered into 5.1 surround sound and presented as an 
immersive concert on April 12, 2012 at Harvestworks in New York City. 
Listening to it, I could feel phantom sounds crawling across my scalp, like a 
comb, as they crisscrossed the audio soundscape of the room diagonally. 




These following thoughts are inspired by earlier ideas on audio art in contact 
with that phantasmagoric experience. The text will examine the 
phantasmagorical nature of viral symphOny and of audio art in general. 


I 

viral symphOny is the exploration of the introspective world of the ear under 
the influence of our high-frequency electronic environment. The general 
proposition behind viral symphOny is to strive for an art of noise saturation that 
remains subtle, phantasmagoric, and spiritual, in ghostly tone. 

viral symphOny's phantom abundance is located in its spatially flowing form, 
widely distributed throughout the space. It exists everywhere in every 
direction, yet nowhere specific. This compositional form, it seems to me, 
plays into the history of abstract art, which teaches us that art may refuse to 
recognize all thought as existing in the form of specific representation, and 
that by scanning the spread of representation, viral symphOny formulates an 
understanding of the laws that provide electronics with its organizational 
basis. As a result, in my view, it is electronic-based sound art’s onus to see 
what unconventional, paradoxical, summational sense - in terms of the 
subjective world of the imagination - art might make based on an 
appropriately decadent reading of our time’s electronically activated media 
environment. 

Such an abstract fancy began with the presumption that an electronic 
explosion has happened, showering us with bits of noisy informational bytes 



thus drastically changing the way in which we hear and act in our 
subconscious dream worlds. Fear of AIDS and this internal, subconscious, 
noise drama was behind the creating of viral symphOny. 

All electronic-based sound art, by virtue of its distinctive electron 
constitution of fluidity, floats in an extensive stratosphere of the phantom 
virtual. Hence, the particular constitution of viral symphOny is best heard as a 
3D osmotic membrane: a blotter-veil of instantaneous ubiquity and 
proliferation. Consequently, viral symphOny reflects the social power of today’s 
digital signifiers: a confused collective representation which bewilderingly 
mutates any ideology into weaponized viral attacks. 

So, the question is: how can artists symbolically turn these de-centered 
abstractions into an art of social merit? Perhaps it is possible because, as viral 
symph Ony physically demonstrates on the top of your head, symbolic codes - 
which, after all, helter-skelter, make us up - are positively phantasmagorical. 


II 

Based on the traveling sensations in viral symphOny , perhaps a wall-crossing 
socially relevant digitally-based audio creativity can be found in all of today’s 
electronic-based ecstatic potentiality in that electrons partake (and make up) 
the all-encompassing phantasmagorical-technological sign-field in which we 
live - and which defines us (at least in part). Since prevailing representation 
is made up of conventional, rigid social signs (and sound art typically of 
unconventional irresponsible signs - the mode that represents the real 



arbitrary nature of all signs as it subverts the socially controlled system of 
meaning) - electronic-based sound art, like viral symphOny, offers us the 
opportunity for the creation of relevant and applicable anti-social 
phantasmagorical signs (hence abstract ecstatic anti-signs) which continue to 
mentally move and multiply. This material-electronic reality is certainly the 
most erudite, the most aware, and the most conscious area of our current 
identity. It is the phantasmal depths in which all sound (and image) lives in 
its precarious, but glittering, digital existence. Indeed it is this quivering 
phantasmal cohesion that maintains the sovereign and secret sway over each 
and every audio sample - this phantasmal vibrating - which I found 
interesting in creating viral symphOny. A sway beyond reductive minimalist 
abstraction into an excessive hybrid abstraction opposed to the tabular 
mental space laid out by conventional thought. 

If the ultra-dissemination of the sign in electronic-based sound art may 
create felt phantasmagorical hyper-logics, viral symphOny's potential may 
prove useful in questioning received notions of sound representation when 
viewed against assumptions of hearing utility versus phantom pleasure. 
Inspired by Noh (ft No) classical Japanese musical drama, viral symphOny ^ 
conscious intention was to achieve the feeling of phantasm lamentation by 
dissolving audio form into its original electronic foundation of nerve energy. 
Encounters, then, with 3D versions of viral symphOny (a low-volume version 
has also been exhibited by inserting stereo speakers inside a long black 
leather pillow at the AHA Festival at Chalmers University of Technology in 
Gothenburg Sweden in 2016) one may assume, might create an opportunity 
for identity and time transgressions. 
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Joseph Nechvatal, viral symphOny sound sculpture at AHA Festival, Chalmers University of Technology, 
Departments of Architecture and Physics, Gothenburg Sweden, 2016 


Conclusion 

viral symphOny as phantasmagorical audio art enables the contemporary 
audience to experience nervous ecstatic energy through sound transport. 
The aesthetic philosophy of viral symphOny provides a fundamental antithesis 
to the authoritarian, mechanical, simulated rigidities of the controlling 
technical world. May I just say that the nervous phantasmal play found in 
viral symphOny has the most urgent political-social ramifications in our hyper 
border-conscious society today. Excessive audio abstractions, such as viral 
symphOny, can be (in a sense) the representation of all free moving bodies 
when their sounds attempt to represent unlimited fields of freedom which 
phantasmal ideology scrutinizes as a nerve-based metaphysics. Such 
phantasmagoric abstractions help us to mentally step both inside-and-outside 





of the mechanics of walled borders. For what matters with viral symphOny is 
no longer sound barriers or sound identities; but rather, moving 
phantasmagorical forces developed on the basis of inclusion in common 
depth. 



